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Discourses of Deflection: The Politics of Framing China’s SouthNorth Water Transfer Project
Britt Crow-Miller
Department of Geography, Portland State University, Portland, Oregon; bcrow@pdx.edu

ABSTRACT: Despite significant financial, ecological and social trade-offs, China has moved forward with
constructing and operationalising the world’s largest interbasin water transfer project to date, the South-North
Water Transfer Project (SNWTP). While it is fundamentally linked to broader political-economic goals within the
context of China’s post-Mao development agenda, the SNWTP is frequently discussed in apolitical terms. Based on
extensive discourse analysis and interviews with government officials across North China, I argue that the Chinese
government is using "discourses of deflection" to present the project as politically neutral in order to serve its
ultimate goal of maintaining the high economic growth rates that underpin its continued legitimacy. These
discourses, which replace concerns with human-exacerbated water stress with naturalised narratives about water
scarcity and the ecological benefits of water transfer, serve to deflect attention away from anthropogenic sources
of water stress in the North China Plain and serve as apolitical justifications for pursuing a short-term supply-side
approach rather than the more politically challenging and longer-term course of dealing with the underlying
drivers of water stress in the region.
KEYWORDS: Discourse, interbasin water transfer, water politics, China

INTRODUCTION
Discourses – or the ways problems are talked about, written about, and framed – are central to how we
as humans "make and break our world, our institutions, and our relationships through how we deal
with social goods" (Gee, 1999: 9-10). The discourses or storylines used to frame the discussion of a
given issue can also be an especially powerful political tool, not only illuminating who gets helped and
who gets harmed (Gee, 1999), but actually working to shape material consequences on the ground.
Discourse, in other words, is not just a reflection of power, but a tool by which power may be wielded
and reinforced.1
When it comes to the management of water resources, discursive tools – such as the social
construction of scarcity and the historicisation of particular water narratives – have been used across
the world to justify water management schemes (for examples, see Bakker, 1999; Aguilera-Klink et al.,
2000; Kaika, 2003; Agnew, 2011). This is especially true for large water infrastructure projects – such as
China’s recently completed South-North Water Transfer Project (SNWTP)2 – which are often presented
as a solution to the kinds of water shortage situations that tend to give rise to naturalised water scarcity
1

Conversely, power can also be undermined through discourse. See Pritchard, 2012 for a discussion of how a discourse of
French non-expertise related to water engineering projects served to alter the power landscape around irrigation projects and
technical knowledge in colonial North Africa.
2

Construction on the Middle Route and Eastern Route of the SNWTP was completed in late 2014 and these branches are
expected to be fully operational by late 2015. The Western Route of the project, on which construction has not begun, has
been indefinitely delayed.
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narratives (see Mehta, 2001 and 2007; Sneddon, 2003). By examining the politics of governmentpropagated discourses surrounding the SNWTP, the world’s largest inter-basin transfer project to date
(Liu and Wu, 2012), this article delves into the specific ways in which water is being wielded as a
political tool in 21st century China.
Methodologically, this research draws upon a range of mixed qualitative approaches. A discourse
and content analysis of key government documents related to the SNWTP between 2002 and 2013 was
performed. More than 120 English and Chinese articles published on the project, water resources, and
development by local, regional, and national state-run newspapers, between 2003 and 2013 were also
collected for content analysis. Additionally, in 2011 I conducted semi-structured interviews with 25
senior government officials selected through snowball sampling from specific government offices and
entities identified in advance as being centrally engaged in work on the Middle Route of the SNWTP
and/or on water and development in Beijing, Hebei, Henan, and Hubei provinces. In addition to subjects
from various water- and urban planning-related departments along the southern and middle reaches of
the SNWTP’s Middle Route, I also conducted interviews with officials involved in regional water and
urban planning in the capital, including several posted at the Beijing Municipal Institute of City Planning
and Design and the China Academy of Urban Planning and Design. These interviews were particularly
important because, as Oksenberg (2001: 23) notes, "The [government’s] vision of modernity is
embodied in the urban and regional plans (城市规) produced by the various architectural design institutes
and provided to local governments around the country".
While in the field I also engaged in participant observation at a handful of meetings at the SNWTP
Middle Route Headquarters in Zhengzhou, Henan. These meetings, while not open to the public,
included formal presentations by government officials on the progress, challenges, and projected
outcomes of the Middle Route. By observing these meetings I was able to gain insight into the various
ways in which government actors are framing the project and the broader discourses into which it fits.
Finally, I was able to gain privileged access to several of the Middle Route’s key restricted sites,
including the Danjiangkou Reservoir, the Yellow River tunnels northwest of Zhengzhou, the Taocha
sluice, and several of the new communities to which more than 330,000 migrants have been relocated
to accommodate project construction across the North China Plain.
While this methodological approach would not be appropriate for ascertaining 'truths' about, for
example, the ecological impacts or governance challenges of the SNWTP, it is well-suited to uncovering
the discourses at play in the case of the SNWTP. This is because discourse is often performative (Bakker,
1999). By looking at the stories being told, the ideas, concepts, categories and the official language used
by government officials and offices in China to discuss the SNWTP, we may gain insight into the broader
political-economic interests by which the massive water control scheme is being shaped and driven.
Moreover, by making explicit the government discourses surrounding the SNWTP, we have a chance to
expose its politics before they are 'settled' into the built environment in future water management
projects, including the yet-to-be-built Western Route of the project.
Through these methods I have identified two primary discourses of deflection – defined as strategic
storylines put forth by decision-makers that present a potentially controversial issue or project in such a
way that alternative pathways are effectively pushed outside of the bounds of consideration – at play in
the SNWTP. The first involves the naturalisation of water scarcity in North China, while the second
narrative presents the SNWTP as an environmentally beneficial project. Such discourses, I argue, work
to draw attention away from the anthropogenic sources of water stress on the thirsty North China Plain
(see Figure 1), finding solutions to which is both politically and logistically challenging and out of line
with the government’s short-term economic growth goals. The paper proceeds by introducing the
region in which the SNWTP is intended to alleviate water stress, followed by an in-depth discussion of
each discourse of deflection at play in the SNWTP, and a conclusion, which includes several
recommendations for alternative pathways for addressing water stress in North China.
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ASSESSING WATER RESOURCES ON THE NORTH CHINA PLAIN
The North China Plain (NCP), an alluvial plain approximately 400,000 km2 in area, is characterised by
very low per capita water availability. This historically important and naturally semiarid region saw the
birth of Chinese civilisation, made possible through the technological control of water. Today, as home
to a population of more than 400 million, it is one of the most densely populated areas in the world and
serves as a major centre of political and economic power in 21st century China. Additionally, the region
is considered a breadbasket of China, relying heavily on irrigation3 to produce more than 60% of the
country’s wheat, 45% of its maize, and significant amounts of millet, sorghum, and cotton (Yang et al.,
2015: 428). Between rising industrial and urban use rates and significant agricultural demand that
cannot be met with surface water alone, the NCP’s groundwater resources are experiencing major
stress and a range of associated ecological impacts, including salt water intrusion along coastal areas
and the drying up of lakes and wetlands.4 In addition to a dramatic increase in groundwater pumping in
recent decades,5 large cities on the NCP have also taken control of many of the region’s rivers,
damming or diverting their flows not only at the expense of ecosystem function, but also of rural
communities and smaller regional and county level cities (Crow-Miller, 2014).6
Despite efforts to draw upon a diversity of water sources across the region, the average annual per
capita water availability on the NCP is now less than 500 m3 – just half of the United Nationsʼ 1000 m3
standard for 'water shortage' (Berkoff, 2003; Probe International Beijing Group, 2010). In Beijing, the
region’s most populated city with approximately 20 million inhabitants, per capita availability has
dropped below 240 m3, making it one of the most water-stressed mega-cities in the world at about one
thirtieth the global average (Probe International Beijing Group, 2010).7 This number also places the
city’s supply below UNESCO’s 300 m3 per capita standard for the absolute minimum water supply
necessary to support a "modern and productive social life" (cited in Wei et al., 2010).
To alleviate the NCP’s increasingly severe water situation, in 2002 China’s central government
launched the SNWTP, the largest water transfer project in human history. Through a series of canals
and tunnels and operating primarily on the basis of gravity rather than pumps, the project will transfer
roughly 45 km3 per year from the Yangtze River and its branches in south-central China to the North
China Plain once fully operational. The project plan includes three routes: the Western, which has been
3

Because of the NCP’s climate — characterised by high summer temperatures, chilly winters, and highly variable annual
rainfall averages, making it prone to severe droughts and flooding—a vast majority of agricultural production relies on
irrigation. In the early days of the People’s Republic of China, groundwater irrigation on the NCP was exceedingly rare, but by
the onset of widespread economic reform in the late 1970s it had come to account for 10-15% of total irrigation supply. By the
1990s the share had risen to roughly 40% and more recent estimates put the ratio between 70 and 90% in some parts of the
region (Calow et al., 2009: 229; Li et al., 2014).
4

Recent studies suggest that more than 90% of the lakes once found in Hebei Province, which surrounds Beijing, have been
lost to falling water tables (Brown 2006: 52) and an estimated 80% of the NCP’s wetlands have been destroyed (Gleick, 2009:
86). Subsidence is also an issue, resulting in higher flood risk and poor drainage in urban areas and cities like Beijing, Tianjin
and Cangzhou, which have been documented to be sinking by inches and sometimes feet as the groundwater beneath them
continues to be tapped at unsustainable rates (Shalizi, 2008: 162; Springer, 2011).
5

More groundwater wells have been sunk on the NCP over the last quarter century than in anywhere else in the world (Calow
et al., 2009: 229). Official estimates suggest that the number of wells sunk across the country as a whole has increased from
about 150,000 to more than 4.7 million between 1965 and 2003 (Wang et al., 2007).
6

For example, in the early 2000s the flow of the Juma River—a tributary of the Hai—was so extensively dammed and diverted
in Beijing in order to serve the city’s largest industrial water consumer, the Yanshan Petrochemical Plant that downstream
users in Hebei have since been forced to turn to groundwater resources (Gleick, 2009: 90), exacerbating the region’s
unsustainable reliance on pumped water.
7

3

Estimates by the Beijing Water Authority place this even lower, at around 100 m per person (Gu, 2011). This is likely part of a
larger (constructed) discourse of drought and water scarcity in and around Beijing that helps to justify water diversions from
the city’s surrounding provinces. See below for further discussion.
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indefinitely delayed, and the Eastern and Middle Routes, which were completed in 2014 (see Figure 1).
The Middle Route is the most significant of the three in terms of the initial volume of water to be
transferred, cost, and social-ecological impacts. As of this year, the Middle Route will begin transporting
an annual 12 to 13 km3 of water (between three and four times Beijing’s current annual water
consumption) from the Danjiangkou Reservoir on the Han River (a major tributary of the Yangtze River)
more than 1200 km north of Beijing.
Figure 1. The SNWTP Middle and Eastern Routes on the North China Plain.

Map courtesy of Ian Cogar, PSU Geography, 2015.

The financial, social and environmental costs of the project are significant. Recently estimated to have
cost USD 81 billion for the first two routes (Yeager-Kozacek, 2015), the project has been supported
primarily by the central government through debt in the form of bonds and loans, and supported to a
lesser extent by provincial and municipal governments along its routes (Webber, 2012). Among the
social impacts is the relocation of more than 330,000 people who have been displaced near the Middle
Route’s Danjiangkou Reservoir alone (International Rivers, 2013). Ecologically, the impacts of the
project are expected to be significant and include secondary salinisation in the recipient basins and the
crossing of biogeographic barriers between river basins (Meador, 1992: 18), which could lead to the
introduction of invasive species, including disease vectors and parasites such as those that cause
schistosomiasis (Zhang, 2009). Scientists also expect to see changes in the flow patterns of the Yangtze
River and its main tributary, the Hanjiang. The total volume of water diverted from the Yangtze Basin
via the routes of the SNWTP will be about 4-5% of the river’s annual discharge, but could constitute
more than 20% of the river volume during the dry season from December to March (Zhang, 2009:
1243). This dramatic decrease in the volume of the Yangtze River due to the northward diversion is
expected to accelerate the intrusion of seawater into the estuaries of the Yangtze Delta and reduce
coastal sediment flows, which will either slow or reverse delta formation (Zhang, 2009: 1243). Likewise,
on the Hanjiang water flow downstream of the Danjiangkou Reservoir will also be reduced,
compromising ecosystem function and exacerbating pre-existing eutrophication issues in the area (Shao
Crow-Miller: Framing China’s south-north water transfer project
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and Wang, 2003). The project’s water donor region is already struggling with moderate to severe water
stress (Dai et al., 2008; Zhao et al., 2015), as well as with biodiversity loss in the wake of other large
water-control projects like the Three Gorges Dam (Wu et al., 2004). Other impacts include shifts in longestablished patterns of ecosystem service distribution, including changes in the availability and quality
of drinking water, and changes in spatial patterns of economic growth and urbanisation, livelihoods,
agricultural productivity and inequality (Chen and Xie, 2010; Wei et al., 2010).

WATER AND CCP LEGITIMACY
Despite these significant trade-offs, the SNWTP is necessary if the government is to maintain the status
quo of rapid urbanisation and closely linked economic growth rates on the North China Plain. The
transfer project, while offering a temporary lifeline to the region, fails to address the broader
underlying anthropogenic causes of water stress on the NCP, which include rapid urban population
growth (China City Statistical Yearbook 1995, 2001, 2008) and severe industrial pollution, which has
rendered more than 50% of surface water in the region contaminated beyond usefulness including for
industry (Shalizi 2008; MEP, 2013).8 To address either of these exacerbating factors through policy
measures (such as stricter pollution regulation enforcement) would require a sacrifice in economic
growth,9 which is a critical factor in the Chinese Communist Party’s continued legitimacy.
As Mukerji argues, "sound resource management and infrastructural development remain
backbones of political legitimacy" (Mukerji, 2003: 675). In particular, large engineering projects –
including water control schemes like interbasin transfers, dams, and other river-control projects – often
serve as physical displays of political legitimacy, establishing the power of one ruling group over
another or fortifying an already powerful regime. Consider, for example, the importance of U.S. control
of the Panama Canal zone in the 20th century (Carse, 2012) and the linkages between reservoir and
damming infrastructure and the project of French 'hydroimperialism' in North Africa in the 19th and
20th centuries (Pritchard, 2012). We see from these examples that the physical world gains political
significance through the construction of the built environment as, "a place to demonstrate intelligence,
a collective cognitive capacity to dominate that has been a foundational and legitimating principle of
power" (Mukerji, 2003: 656).
The Chinese Communist Party’s ability to provide adequate water resources to the North China Plain
is also linked via economic growth to its prospects for continued legitimacy (see Crow-Miller, 2013).
Following a shift away from the traditional ideals and the collective memory of the Communist
Revolution as the basis of Party legitimacy in the last two decades (Gilley, 2008), the CCP’s legitimacy
has come to be based largely, though not exclusively, upon its ability to deliver high rates of continuous
economic growth and a sustained rise in the standard of living for a majority of those it governs (Downs
and Saunders, 1999: 119; Yu, 2013: 77). Oksenberg (2001: 31) suggests that economic growth is one of
three major pragmatic pillars on which the Chinese Communist Party and its leaders justify their claim
8

High agricultural water use rates also play a significant role in shaping overall water demand, although agriculture has been
declining as a source of water use, while urban and industrial uses dominate overall demand growth (WRG, 2009; Calow et al.
2009; Liu and Wu, 2012).
9

Much of the post-1978 population growth in North China’s cities has been driven by rural-urban migration. To take Beijing as
an example, since reforms the city’s population has grown from 8.7 million to over 20 million. During the same period the
share of the city’s population comprised of migrants grew from just 2.5 percent to more than 36 percent and per capita water
availability declined by nearly 75 percent (Beijing Statistical Yearbook, 2011). A similar trend of dwindling per capita water
supply alongside (though not necessarily causatively linked to) rapidly growing migrant populations can be found in several
other cities across the North China Plain, including Shijiazhuang, Tianjin and Zhengzhou (1995, 2001, 2008 China City Statistical
Yearbooks). While stricter control of the number of rural-urban migrants flocking to North China’s cities as a means of checking
urban population growth would certainly relieve some of the stress on urban water supply, it would also deny these economic
hubs the cheap, exploitable labour that has been so essential to sustaining high growth rates (Huang, 2007; Chan, 2009).
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to power: "they have protected the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the country, they have
maintained China’s unity and domestic stability, and they have achieved rapid economic growth and a
higher standard of living for the overwhelming majority of their people". As Ma notes, "[t]here is little
question that China’s top leaders have always understood that sound economic performance leads to
enhanced legitimacy" (Ma, 2009: v). The most recent data available from a Pew Research Center survey
indicate that 86% of Chinese are satisfied with the direction in which their country is heading and 82%
are satisfied with the current state of the Chinese economy (see Ma, 2009). These proportions, Ma
argues, offer a strong economy-based endorsement of government leadership and confirm the
importance of economic growth to CCP legitimacy.
As Woetzel et al. (2009: 15) confirm, three quarters of the economic performance on which rising
national incomes and global economic power rest is generated in cities. However, as Bao and Fang
(2009: 274) note, when water resource use approaches or exceeds the threshold of natural supply,
water becomes a significant endogenous factor in shaping urbanisation and economic growth. They
continue, "If water resources are scarce and water resources constraint force is large, urbanization and
socio-economic development will slow down". The impressive economic record of the North China
Plain, derived in large part from its urban centres, has in recent years come up against regional water
shortage as a growth-constraining factor. Without additional water resources, urbanisation and the
economic growth it generates will certainly decline in this critical region (Yong, 2009). While there have
not been any major public opinion polls taken to date on how urban Chinese feel about the SNWTP or
on their awareness of the ecological or longer-term and spatially uneven economic impacts of the
project, it is indeed possible that many may be in favour of it given that it is anticipated to support
growth in important urban economic centres in North China.
As attested to by a Chief Planner at the Beijing Institute of City Planning – a key branch of the Beijing
City Government that deals with decisions and planning related to development and water
management – the links between economic growth and water in the cities of the NCP are both critical
and direct.
The question is not just how to deal with water (…), but how to support economic activity. You can’t stop
economic growth. If you stop it (…) social problems will arise. So if we don’t have enough water then we
must find a method to get more. (…) Maybe [the SNWTP] is not the best method, but we must use it. (…) If
we don’t solve the water problem, the city will die. It won’t have water, it won’t have people and it won’t
generate growth (Li, 2011).

By delivering additional water to the North China Plain the SNWTP enables continued growth in a key
urban, economic, and industrial region. As such, it is fundamentally wrapped up in the Chinese
government’s ability to maintain power and legitimacy.

DISCOURSES OF DEFLECTION
Discourse as a site of analysis offers a window into the broader interests, including political-economic,
behind resource management policies and projects and helps to illuminate how those interests are
translated into material consequences. As Bakker (1999: 211) demonstrates in her work on water and
the development of the Mekong River Basin, "[d]iscourse analysis of development (…) requires an
exploration of the social and cognitive bases of problem definition, and a genealogy of the institutions
and practices through which actors are mobilised around specific storylines". Building on this, the way a
storyline or discourse is constructed will, in turn, shape how the issue or problem around which it is
built is framed, interpreted, discussed and analysed and, ultimately, how that problem is addressed.
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In the case of the SNWTP, the project itself is part of a 'sanctioned discourse' of industrial modernity
dating to the late 19th century in which nature is seen as something over which humans can exert
control (Allan, 2003).10 Beyond this broader 'hydraulic mission' paradigm (Allan, 2003) there are two
primary storylines being propagated in government documents, by government officials across North
China and in government-run media outlets, which serve as alternative stories about the drivers of
water stress and justifications for the SNWTP. Similar to 'nirvana concepts' – which, as Molle (2008:
133) notes, tend to "obscure the political nature of natural resources management [and] are easily
hijacked by groups seeking to legitimise their own agendas", – discourses of deflection are
depoliticising, acting to deflect attention away from the major anthropogenic sources of water stress on
the North China Plain, the long-term impacts of the project, and the spatially uneven distribution of
project benefits and costs. In other words, while the severe water stress being experienced on the NCP
does indeed demand immediate attention, alternatives that go beyond the 'life-line' approach of the
SNWTP are not being seriously considered.11

Naturalisation discourse
One prevailing discourse used in the official literature and in my discussions with more than two-dozen
government officials of the SNWTP construes the North China Plain’s situation of severe water stress as
a predominantly natural phenomenon, rather than the result of increasing anthropogenic stress on a
naturally unimpressive regional water endowment. Throughout the world, the concept of scarcity has
proven to be a powerful framing tool in debates around supply-side water management schemes such
as large inter-basin water transfer projects (Metha, 2001; Sneddon, 2003; Swyngedouw, 2004;
Zimmerer, 2010). The widespread adoption of the scarcity framework is also related to the fact that
scarcity tends to be quantifiable, easily modelled, as well as naturalising and scientifically credible
(Zimmerer, 2010: 184), as opposed to a subjective or socio-politically constructed label. Swyngedouw
(2004: 47) highlights the underlying political dynamic this framework so often serves in the context of
urban and regional water supply:
the discursive representation of water as being an integral part of nature permits casting 'nature' into pole
position to explain scarcity. … [N]ature is the principal 'cause' of water scarcity rather than the particular
political economic configurations through which water becomes urbanized in highly selective and socially
uneven ways, resulting in a serious 'scarcity' for the poor and powerless and abundant water for the socioeconomic and political elites.

In other words, the scarcity framework can be utilised as a seemingly apolitical and implicit justification
for water management projects that serve the interests of those already in positions of power within
hydraulic bureaucracies.12 This is also evident in the case of Israel, where Harris and Alatout (2010: 153)
note that assumptions about water scarcity and abundance speak not only to the physical conditions of
the environment. Rather, "[t]heir significance lies in the role they played in underwriting a host of
political and technical apparatuses that led to the centralization of water policymaking and

10

This view is not, of course, unique to China and may be found throughout the world at various historical moments –
including the early 20th century American West, Brazil, Spain, and modern South Africa (see Molle et al., 2009: 330-331 for
discussion).
11

It should also be noted that the short-term “life-line” approach to dealing with North China’s water stress allows the
underlying drivers of the issue to persist unchecked, which, without radical changes, will stimulate increased total water use
over time and potentially exacerbate the region’s water issues in the medium- and long-term.
12

Such hydraulic bureaucracies include not only the interests of nation-states, but also politicians, construction companies,
elites, and development banks (see Molle et al. 2009). In China, due to the central role of the state in construction, in water
development (e.g. the state-owned giant, Sinohydro) and in the banks funding the SNWTP, these interests and actors are
nearly inseparable.
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consolidation of centralised Israeli state apparatuses". Turning to the SNWTP, the naturalisation of
water stress on the North China Plain as a mechanism for justifying the project is largely premised upon
a well-known saying on the geography of China’s water resources traced back to Mao Zedong in the
early 1950s: "water is abundant in the south and scarce in the north, so why not borrow a little from
the south if possible" (南方水少，北方水多，如有可能借点水来也是可以的). In fact, Mao’s use of the phrase in a
1953 conversation with the head of the Yellow River Basin Commission is popularly seen as the genesis
of the SNWTP (Chen et al., 2002; Liu and Zheng, 2002; Ma et al., 2006). This phrase presents the water
scarcity of the north as a natural phenomenon, not as the result of human behaviour (and indeed,
human behaviours had not, at that point, driven the situation to its current severity). At that time,
water in the north was, relatively speaking, naturally scarce in comparison to the south.
But now, the limits of what North China’s naturally semiarid climate can support are being tested
and the natural scarcity argument has been carried into the present day despite being an anachronism.
Six decades later, the first half of the phrase, 'water is abundant in the south and scarce in the north'
was repeated as dogma by nearly all of my government-employed interview subjects when asked to
characterise the state of water resources in North China. Another official echoed this in his own words,
"Of course, [Beijing’s water supply] situation is not very optimistic. Beijing is a very water- stressed city
and its resource situation is naturally poor" (Chen, 2011; emphasis added).
In addition to this phrase comparing north to south, there are several key words used to describe
regional water resources as part of the naturalisation discourse. Most commonly, the North China Plain
is presented as an 'arid' or 'dry' (干旱的) and drought-prone region by government officials and by
popular Chinese media outlets. For example, referring to the water transfer project, one official told
me, "through this engineered control [of water] it is possible to solve the urban development problem
in the arid north". (Sun, 2011; emphasis added). While urban population was cited by several officials as
a factor exacerbating natural(ised) water stress in North China, in none of my interviews were other
possible anthropogenic sources of stress mentioned, including severe industrial water pollution.
Similarly, a majority of the state-run media news articles on the SNWTP surveyed as part of my
discourse analysis used this narrative to frame the project as a necessary intervention to help curtail
natural water scarcity. For example, an article from China Today describes the SNWTP as, "a large-scale
trans-basin water diversion project designed to take water from China’s water-rich southern area to the
dry north" (China Today, 2011; emphasis added). A China Daily article describes the SNWTP as,
"designed to divert water from the water-rich south of the country (…) up to the dry north" (China Daily,
2008). Another article from Xinhua identifies the project as intended to, "transport water from the
Yangtze River to the country’s drought-prone northern regions, including Beijing" (Xinhua 2012;
emphasis added). Similar language pervades nearly all of the popular Chinese news articles dealing with
the SNWTP.
The use of technical language such as aridity and the emphasis on climatic episodes such as droughts
are also pervasive in this discourse (Tang et al., 2011; Zhu, 2012; Zhu and Chao, 2012). As a climatic
term, aridity is typically used to describe areas receiving between 100-300 mm of annual rainfall, such
as Phoenix, Arizona; Death Valley, California; Cairo and Dubai. With a long-term average annual
precipitation range between 500 and 650 mm (Zhang et al., 1999: 37), the North China Plain,
characterised by a continental monsoonal climate, falls within the bounds of the semiarid (rather than
hyper-arid or arid) classification.
Narratives that present the NCP as an arid region prone to drought serve to frame water shortage
on the North China Plain as a natural phenomenon, rather than a situation in which extreme
anthropogenic pressures have been placed on a naturally semiarid region over the last three decades of
rapid industrial and urban growth. Such constructions may also have played an important role in the
initial approval of the SNWTP, which came in 2002, one year after the end of a four-year period of
drought in the NCP and serious seasonal flooding along the Yangtze (Shao and Wang, 2003: 9). The
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timing of the State Council’s approval of the project, in the immediate aftermath of a national
discussion of regional drought, is likely to have played a role in the project’s relative popular
acceptance,13 in comparison to a project like the Three Gorges Dam, which attracted significant
opposition from citizen groups and environmental organisations both nationally and internationally.
In addition to the reliance on key phrases and words as part of the naturalisation discourse, several
interviewed subjects mentioned that rainfall in the north has declined over the last 20 years. For
example, "Now with lower [rainfall] levels we are experiencing water problems. I have heard from some
water scholars that rainfall patterns are cyclical so maybe after twenty years it will go back up" (Wang,
2011). The North’s rainfall patterns are indeed characterised by periodicity (Tan, et al., 2011), and
average summer precipitation has been in a period of decline since 1965 (Hao et al., 2010), but the
severity of the region’s water stress far exceeds the impacts of these trends in many places.14
Looking at other large-scale water management projects, such as the Sardar Sarovar Dam Project in
Gujarat, India, we see that narratives about naturally declining rainfall and links to climate change are
often used as a tool to justify unpalatable projects (see Metha, 2001). This discursive strategy not only
naturalises water stress, but, in an interesting scalar turn, it shifts responsibility away from local and
regional behaviour and casts international actors such as the United States, the world leader in per
capita carbon-dioxide emissions, as the main culprits. It will be interesting to see if climate change
becomes a more prominent scapegoat for the water problems of North China in the coming years and
decades, or indeed if it begins to have a more measurable impact on the region’s water profile.
The other side of the scarcity narrative is the supposed 'abundance' of water in the south – the
donor region of the water to be transferred northward via the Middle Route. As one Beijing official in
charge of the city’s water resources and urban infrastructure told me: "in contrast to the north, water
resources in the south are (…) abundant" (Sun, 2011). Another official remarked "the south has an
abundant water supply, but in the north every province lacks water" (Li, 2011). Similarly, an article in
China Today reads, "[t]he reality of the situation in the water transfer region is that the south’s Yangtze
River system has sufficient water resources to supply the transfer" (China Today, 2011). This narrative is
also supported by popular sayings about how plentiful water is in Henan and about the ubiquity of lakes
in Hubei, the so-called 'province of a thousand lakes' (千湖省).
Despite these claims of profusion, water resources in the donor basin of the Middle Route have
come under significant stress in recent decades. While in the field in southern Henan in 2010 and 2011,
it was clear from the number of riverbeds crisscrossing the land that surface water had indeed been
abundant in the area at one point in time. But now most of those riverbeds are either dry or host to
dwindling flows during wet and dry seasons alike. Many have become construction sites or year-round
grazing land. Perhaps more startlingly, between 55 and 90% of the region’s lakes have either dried up
or been lost to urban development (Du et al., 2011; Liu, 2012). During one extended field trip in the
spring and early summer of 2011 – also a period of major construction for the Middle Route – the
13

It should be noted that there is no available data on the Chinese public’s stance toward the SNWTP. Relative popular
acceptance here simply means that there has been no widespread or vocal opposition to the project to date. There are likely
several reasons why this is the case, discussed in detail below.
14

Hao et al. (2010) demonstrate a decline in summer precipitation in North China of 14.9 mm on average for each decade
between 1951 and 2008. While studies agree that North China has been both warmer and drier over the last few decades (Bao
et al., 2012a; Yu et al., 2014), they differ on the degree to which this climatological trend has impacted water availability. For
example, around Beijing specifically, some models predict a marginal decline in annual regional runoff by 2020 and an increase
of between 14 and 90% in the 2050s (see Bao et al., 2012b). Moreover, studies also suggest that human activities are more
significant than climate in contributing to recent and projected changes in the hydrological cycle in several areas of North
China. For example, surface water flow decline in the Hai River Basin’s Taolinkou catchment area is estimated to be only 41.5%
attributable to human activities, while in the Zhangjiafen and Guantai catchments the proportions are roughly 60 and 74%,
respectively (see Bao et al., 2012a).
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donor basin suffered a severe drought in which the levels of the Danjiangkou Reservoir fell to historic
lows and populations in the Han and Middle Yangtze Basins struggled to have their basic water needs
met (Wong, 2011; International Rivers, 2013). In fact, the Yangtze River Basin has experienced frequent
and severe droughts over the last half century, with 2006 marking the river’s lowest runoff levels in 50
years and no flood during the flood season (Yu et al., 2014: 545).
The U.S. State Department has identified insufficient water at the project’s main transfer repository,
the Danjiangkou Reservoir (which stores water from the Han River), as the primary challenge to the
Middle Route (WikiLeaks Cable, 2011).15 As Liu Changming of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS)
warned even before construction on the project began, "in some cases at least, the water is not
absolutely surplus in the exporting region (…) [F]or the middle route project, diverting water from the
middle and lower reaches of the Han River will reduce the amount left for irrigation and navigation"
(Liu, 1998: 907). Another CAS scholar in Wuhan, Du Yun, is sceptical whether the Han River has any
water at all to spare for the transfer project (Watts, 2011). In fact, the long-term project plan was
recently modified to include a pump connection from the Three Gorges Reservoir on the Yangtze River
in order to increase the supply to the Danjiangkou Reservoir (the Middle Route’s donor source), which,
according to the discourse, has plenty of water to spare (Middle Route Project, 2013). However, due
specifically to intensive human activities across the basin, the Yangtze, the source of the Han River, is
also experiencing a degree of water stress, though the severity of stress is still under debate.16

Environmental benefits discourse
The second pervasive discourse being employed in the case of the Middle Route is premised upon the
alleged environmental benefits of the SNWTP. The basic narrative is that the SNWTP, particularly the
Middle Route, is an ecologically friendly water management scheme that will help improve the
environment of the NCP. In my interviews, the environmental benefits narrative was employed
particularly among government officials in and around Beijing as a justification for the sacrifices made
in the south in support of the Middle Route. For example, one interviewed subject told me, "The SouthNorth Water Transfer Project will improve the ecological situation on the entire North China Plain and
be a huge benefit" (Sun, 2011). Another illustrative quote comes from an interview with a high-ranking
government official in Beijing:
Increasing the speed of urbanisation and economic growth is one aspect of the project, but I think that the
more important benefit will be improving the ecological environment. At the moment, much of our water
supply comes from groundwater, which degrades the environment. Increasing the water supply will allow
us to reduce our reliance on groundwater, so we can say that the project will have environmental benefits
(Chen, 2011).

Surprisingly, it was not only in the north that I encountered the refrain that the project will reduce the
region’s unsustainable reliance on groundwater withdrawals, but also in a handful of interviews with
local government officials in the Middle Route’s donor basin in Henan Province. While officials in these
areas will not gain access to any of the route’s water and the legitimacy of the Party at the national
15

This source, while non-traditional, is an unclassified but sensitive government document sent from the United States
Embassy in Beijing to the U.S. Secretary of State, Department of Agriculture, Department of the Interior, Environmental
Protection Agency, the American consulates in Chengdu, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Shenyang and Hong Kong, and several other
offices involved in work on the environment, science and technology. It was leaked and made publicly viewable by the
controversial online non-profit, WikiLeaks.
16

At one extreme, Dai et al. (2008) suggest that the Yangtze is among the top ten most water-stressed rivers in the world.
Taking a more moderate stance, the World Resources Institute’s Aqueduct Water Project suggests that the Yangtze Basin as a
whole is experiencing low to medium water stress, but much of the Han Basin (including the Danjiangkou Region) is
categorised as experiencing medium to high water risk (see WRI).
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level is not their primary concern, they stand to benefit from the project in other important ways. In
Henan’s Xichuan County (淅川县), for example, Middle Route construction has brought government
investment to an area that has otherwise been left behind by the development efforts of the provincial
and national governments. While affecting Xichuan County perhaps more than any other in terms of
water availability and social displacement, the project has brought jobs and investment, and local
government officials there are eager to justify the project in any possible terms, including the ecological
benefits discourse (Ma, 2011;, 2011; Liu, 2011; Lu, 2011). The example of Xichuan also demonstrates
that the SNWTP is valuable to government officials not only for its ability to support and enhance
legitimacy at the national level, but in bringing economic investment and development (even if it leaves
much to be desired qualitatively) to county-level jurisdictions.
This discourse is also prominent in the state-run media, which tend to present the transfer project as
a necessary step to take for addressing the region’s (naturalised) water challenges, rather than in
overtly negative or positive terms. One representative article from the China News Network claims that
the SNWTP is intended to "mitigate the increasingly severe water shortage on the NCP and improve the
ecological environment" (China News Network, 2012). Another claims that the project will, "effectively
relieve groundwater over-extraction, (…) begin containing the worsening situation of aquatic
ecosystems in the north, and recover and improve the ecological environment, step-by-step" (People’s
Daily, 2012). According to an article in China Today (2011),
the Eastern and Central route construction [of the SNWTP…] will bring ecological benefits. According to
Shen [Fengshen of the SNWTP Commission of the State Council] depletion of the water table is obvious
due to the overexploitation of groundwater in drought-prone areas, and he offers an example, "Water is
hardly ever seen while digging subway tunnels in Beijing, but the situation is quite different when digging
tunnels in Guangzhou which is very rich in groundwater. (…) However, after the southern water is available
to northern areas, groundwater overexploitation will be curbed".

The last excerpt is particularly problematic in its conflation of Guangzhou, a city that receives an
average of more than 1700 mm of rain per year, the same as coastal Oregon, with the SNWTP’s water
donor zone.
Additionally, this excerpt and the broader discourse it exemplifies suggest that the Middle Route will
significantly relieve pressure on groundwater resources across the North China Plain when, in fact, its
impact will be heavily concentrated along the immediate periphery of the project, and the region as a
whole will continue to experience dramatic groundwater decline (Ye et al., 2014). A recent study on the
impact of the SNWTP’s Middle Route on the groundwater table of the Hai River Basin – a key basin on
the North China Plain that encompasses Beijing – suggests that depth to groundwater increased by up
to 20 metres in cities such as Beijing and Tianjin between 1999 and 2005, prior to any transfer of water
from the project. Groundwater levels have also been on the decline in the Hai River Basin as a whole
(Ye et al., 2014). After water transfer begins along the Middle Route, Ye and his colleagues expect to
see an increase in groundwater levels due to recharge from the canal in areas within close proximity of
the project route, but, importantly, they suggest that groundwater levels will continue to decline across
roughly 70% of the basin (Ye et al., 2014). Not only do their results show that the transferred water
"cannot satisfy all requirements" in terms of the region’s groundwater demand, but their work suggests
that even localised improvements in the water table close to the project may be attributable to spatial
shifts in groundwater distribution across the basin that were underway even prior to the project’s
launch. Further, the water transferred by the project is officially intended, "only [to] provide water for
municipal and industrial use in Beijing, Tianjin Municipalities, and Hebei, Henan, Hubei Provinces"
while, "consideration [will be given] to agriculture and other uses of water in some (…) areas" (Middle
Route Project, 2013). The minority portion of transferred water that will contribute towards meeting
agricultural demand will be used to increase the irrigated area of the NCP by 0.6 million ha (Middle
Route Project, 2013). Given that agricultural irrigation is the primary source of groundwater demand in
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North China (COWI, 2013) and that transferred water will be used to actually increase the scope of
irrigation in the area, it is difficult to see how groundwater extraction rates would decline significantly
as a result of the SNWTP. Additionally, the environmental impacts of the project itself – from secondary
salinisation to the reversal of delta formation and biodiversity loss (Meador, 1992: 18; Zhang, 2009) –
would certainly come as a trade-off to any localised reduction in groundwater use. Which path is less
ecologically harmful is not immediately clear.
The environmental benefits narrative is also supported by frequent vague government references to
the SNWTP’s role in supporting 'sustainable development' (可持续发展). In one closed-door government
meeting on the Middle Route that I observed in Zhengzhou, the SNWTP was contextualised among
interbasin transfer projects of the past, including early transfer projects in ancient Egypt and Ethiopia
and more contemporary projects in Spain, California, and Pakistan. The many interbasin water transfer
projects undertaken in post-1949 China were then enumerated and the presenter, an official in the
Middle Route Henan office, asserted, "These projects have had a significant effect on local production,
life, and the rational use of natural resources. At the same time, they have maintained the lifeblood of
sustainable development (可持续发展的命脉)". Government documents, such as those issued by the State
Council announcing the approval of the SNWTP and outlining its aims, suggest that the project will
contribute to the goal of sustainable development, but fail to provide any details or specific examples of
how (for examples see State Council, 2003; SNWTP Construction Committee Law 5, 2004).
Related to the narrative about the environmental benefits of the Middle Route and its contributions
to sustainable development are two dicta that present an alternative story to the reality of water
management on the North China Plain. First, my interview subjects, particularly those from planning
offices, frequently suggested that the government is following a principle they call, 'Let water supply
dictate demand' (一共定需). This slogan implies that North China is striving to live modestly within the
means of its tight water budget by reining in its water demand based on the limitations of the available
supply. While this approach would ensure a more temperate effect on the environment, the SNWTP is
aimed precisely at increasing the region’s supply to meet growing demand. What is actually being put
into practice with such a massive interbasin water transfer project is not the principle of 'Let water
supply dictate demand', but exactly the opposite, 'Let water demand dictate supply'.
Another phrase in the same vein is 'Save water first, transfer water after; Control pollution first,
share water after; Protect the environment first, use water after' (先节水后调水，先治污后通水，先环保后用水).
This aphorism, appearing in government documents related to the SNWTP and water management in
the North (for example, see State Council, 12/23/2002), again gives the impression that the SNWTP is
part of an environmentally conscientious, policy-driven, balanced supply and demand-driven effort to
manage the water stress of North China. Ultimately, the environmental benefits narrative, focused on
the Middle Route as an alternative water source to over-taxed groundwater supplies on the NCP, and
vague notions of sustainable development, is a discourse of distraction that serves as an apolitical
justification for the SNWTP and helps to mask its negative environmental and social impacts,
attempting to green-wash the project and recast it in a more positive light.

COUNTER DISCOURSES
What is somewhat surprising for a project as large in scale and impact as the SNWTP is the seeming lack
of widespread pushback from civil society and strong counter-narratives that differ from those being
put forth by the government. China’s recent history is rich with instances of environmental protest,
ranging from spontaneous gatherings of a few dozen people to organised protests drawing several tens
of thousands and international media attention (see, for examples, Du, 2006; Phillips, 2013; Watts,
2009). Unlike the projects targeted by many of these protests, largely motivated by NIMBY ('not in my
backyard') concerns, the SNWTP does not pose an immediate or obvious threat to citizensʼ everyday
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health. Instead, the concerns are primarily longer-term, socio-economic, and ecological. Additionally,
spanning more than 1200 km, the project lacks a clear nucleus and its effects are not concentrated in a
single geographic area, which presents issue awareness and organisational challenges. Together, these
two factors have likely contributed to the relative lack of civic organisation around the SNWTP to date.
In questioning the relative absence of popular Chinese engagement with the issues of the SNWTP,
the role of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), of which there are now an estimated three million
(Ling et al., 2007) – is also worth a brief examination. There is a growing consensus among scholars that
this rapidly developing body of organisations is assuming an increasingly central and positive role in
shaping outcomes around China’s environmental politics (Yang, 2003; Heggelund, 2004; Carter and Mol,
2007; Hu, 2009). Based on my work with the head volunteers at Green Earth Volunteers (绿家园志愿者) –
one of the oldest and most prominent environmental NGOs in China known specifically for working on
issues related to major rivers – between 2010 and 2012, it is clear that the organisation is quite
knowledgeable about the details of the SNWTP and appears to be very concerned about the impacts it
will have on both ecosystem health and human communities across China. However, GEV has not
attempted to draw attention to these concerns as it did so successfully in the anti-damming campaigns
on the Nu River (Mertha, 2008; Xie, 2011).
Similarly, the Institute of Public and Environmental Affairs (IPEA, 公众环境研究中心), an environmental
non-profit organisation based in Beijing and run by one of China’s most outspoken environmental
activists makes no direct mention of the SNWTP on its website or in its extensive published reports. The
Green Friend Association (绿色之友协会), an environmental NGO that has been operating out of
Shijiazhuang in Hebei Province since 1996, and Huaihe River Guardian (淮河卫士), another prominent
environmental NGO focused on the North China Plain’s Huai River, also lack open campaigns and
publicly available documents related to the water transfer project. Green Hanjiang (绿色汉江), the only
environmental NGO dedicated to the Han River Basin and based in the city of Xiangyang on the banks of
the Middle Route’s source, the Danjiangkou Reservoir, does express brief concern over the project on
its website (see ghj.org.cn), but still fails to directly contest the SNWTP or promote any substantive
narratives to counter those put forth by the government.17
In contrast to another commonly held view that China’s growing civil society will eventually serve as
a check on the power of the authoritarian regime (Zhang, 2003; Tai, 2007; Yu, 2007), Ma and Schmitt
(2008: 102) point out that Chinese NGOs are in reality, "not structured as a counter-balance to power,
because if they were, they would be banned". But in his study of grassroots organizations (草根组织),
Spires argues that these bottom-up groups formed by concerned citizens around specific issues are able
to engage in a tactical relationship with the government which he calls 'contingent symbiosis'.
NGOs are looking to meet social needs, while government officials, especially at the local level, seek to
make sure all 'problems' in their jurisdictions are dealt with in ways that do not attract unfavourable
attention from their higher-ups. When cooperation on mutual goals is achieved, NGOs can continue their
work (…). Yet clearly such a relationship is both fragile and contingent. If NGOs keep their operations small
and make no calls for political representation or democratic reform, officials can turn a blind eye and claim
credit for any good works the NGO does. But if an NGO’s work draws too much attention to the failings of
local officials or if it oversteps a fuzzy and frequently shifting political line, the organization can be
disciplined or even closed down (Spires 2011: 12).

17

Each of the organizations mentioned in this paragraph has been identified by China Water Risk as a key civic player
attempting to shape the social impacts of water management in China (see CWR 2010).
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What this means is that NGOs in China are often most effective as advocates for specific issues at lower
levels of government jurisdiction because their work can support the interests of local officials without
threatening their authority or crossing political boundaries. On the other hand, when Chinese NGOs
attempt to advocate around non-local issues, one half of the symbiotic relationship that allows them to
operate is missing from the equation. In other words, higher-level government officials cannot benefit
in the same way from engaging such organisations and, in some situations, NGO participation can
actually threaten their goals. While the activists and NGOs working against the damming of the Nu River
were successful in drawing national and international attention to their cause, they were ultimately not
attacking the central government or its national political-economic agenda because the project was
launched by the Yunnan Provincial Government and never officially endorsed by the then-Premier Wen
Jiabao.
The case of the Three Gorges Dam, also highly publicised both nationally and internationally
demonstrates that when the central Chinese government either launches or makes a clear
endorsement of a controversial project, it is very risky for NGOs to attempt to exert pressure, even
regarding local-level impacts. In the early 1990s alone nearly 180 people – including the well-known
activist, Dai Qing – were imprisoned for speaking out on the Three Gorges Dam project (Mertha, 2008:
2). With the repression associated with organising against the Three Gorges Dam project serving as a
not-so-distant reminder of state power, groups like Green Earth Volunteers and Green Hanjiang are
likely acutely aware that contesting a project such as the SNWTP would require contesting the
fundamental goals of the central government, a venture far riskier than pressuring local or even
provincial-level officials to deal with a smaller-scale project.

CONCLUSION
By delivering massive amounts of water to the water-stressed North China Plain, the SNWTP will help
foster continued economic growth and urbanisation in one of China’s key political, economic, and
population centres. However, this supply-side approach to water management, heavy with trade-offs,
serves as a temporary lifeline to the region, maintaining the economic status quo while allowing
stresses to intensify over time as anthropogenic sources of water stress persist unchecked. Because
stepping back to address the primary sources of water stress on the NCP, which include severe
industrial water pollution and rapid urban population growth, would require a sacrifice in growth rates,
we are instead seeing a range of discourses put forth by government entities to depoliticise and justify
the project. These 'discourses of deflection' also work to mask the project’s social and ecological
impacts, outlined in detail above.
The first major discourse of distraction at play involves the naturalisation of water stress on the NCP.
This narrative, put forth by government officials working on water and development, in government
documents and by state-run news sources, emphasises water scarcity in the north, abundance in the
south, and focuses on key words such as drought and aridity. By framing water stress as a purely
natural problem, the solution space is shifted to focus on increasing supply to the region. The second
discourse of distraction rests on the argument that the Middle Route will deliver environmental
benefits to the recipient basin by significantly relieving pressure on overburdened groundwater
resources. This deflects attention away from the negative environmental effects of the transfer project,
while presenting it as a socially and ecologically responsible water management scheme that will help
to ameliorate regional water issues.
As Gupta and van der Zaag (2008) argue in their seminal piece of interbasin water transfers, such
"grand scale engineering works (…) are only justified after all (smaller scale) alternatives have been
exhausted" and only when specific criteria, including a real surplus in the donor basin, are met. In
addition to lacking real water surplus in the Han and Yangtze river basins, alternatives to the SNWTP are
far from having been exhausted. While several cities in the North have recently begun launching
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important efforts to reduce the anthropogenic amplifiers of regional water stress, including notable
projects underway in Beijing in particular,18 there are several options, which, in combination, offer
promising alternatives to problematic and short-sighted supply-side management strategies like the
SNWTP. While enforcement of existing water pollution laws would help to significantly reduce pressure
on North China’s water supply, it is economically and therefore politically infeasible in the short-term
because it would require shutting down polluting factories, limiting or prohibiting development in
protected water source areas, and imposing fines on industries and individuals who dump untreated
industrial and household wastewater into waterways (Probe International Beijing Group, 2010).
Another important though controversial policy measure could be to more strictly control plans for
growth in North China’s largest cities and instead develop economic opportunities that either draw
rural-urban migrants to less resource-stressed areas or enable them to find well-paying work closer to
home. There are also a number of other less-politically and economically complex measures that could
be taken to help relieve the severe stress on the North China Plain and other water-stressed regions in
China, including the SNWTP’s donor basin. Possibilities include further investment in green
infrastructural projects that facilitate water reclamation and groundwater recharge, improved and
more pervasive water recycling programmes, investment in technologies that will help improve China’s
low industrial water use efficiency, market-based water pricing (with equity considerations taken into
account), and a tradable water rights programme. In combination, these strategies are likely to offer a
far more sustainable pathway forward in water management as China struggles to balance political and
economic goals with social and environmental costs.
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